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Abstract
Nidra (sleep) and Swapna (dream) are two essential physiological phenomena discussed in
the context of health and disease in Ayurveda. Nidra is classified as one of the three pillars
of life (Trayopastambha), along with Ahara (diet) and Brahmacharya (conduct), as
described by Acharya Charaka. It plays a crucial role in maintaining equilibrium between the
body, mind, and soul. A disturbance in sleep leads to various physiological and psychological
disorders, including Vata aggravation and disorders such as Anidra (insomnia). In
Ayurvedic physiology, Nidra is governed primarily by the Tamas guna, and the Kapha dosha
plays a pivotal role in promoting sound sleep. Balanced Nidra supports proper digestion,
mental clarity, physical strength, and emotional well-being. On the contrary, insufficient or
excessive sleep causes Vata and Kapha imbalances, leading to conditions like lethargy,
stress, and cognitive disturbances. Swapna, or dreams, are viewed as the activities of the
mind during sleep and are deeply connected to the Doshas and Trigunas. Dreams vary
based on the dominant dosha—Vata dreams are fast and unstable, Pitta dreams are intense
and vivid, and Kapha dreams are calm and steady. According to Ayurveda, dreams provide
insight into a person’s mental and physical state, with certain dreams offering prognostic
value in disease prediction.
Keywords: Nidra, Swapna, Doshas, Trigunas, Sleep and dreams
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Introduction

In Ayurveda, the concepts of Nidra (sleep) and Swapna (dreams) hold a significant place in
the maintenance of health and well-being. Nidra is considered one of the foundational pillars
of life, known as Trayopastambha, along with Ahara (diet) and Brahmacharya (conduct).
Acharya Charaka emphasizes the vital role that sleep plays in sustaining physical, mental,
and emotional balance. Proper Nidra is essential for the rejuvenation of the body, supporting
digestion, mental clarity, strength, and emotional stability.!

According to Ayurvedic philosophy, Nidra is largely influenced by the Kapha dosha and the
Tamas guna, and its disruption can result in various health issues. An imbalance in sleep
patterns can aggravate Vata, leading to conditions like Anidra (insomnia), which can further
trigger a range of physiological and psychological disorders.2

Swapna, or dreams, are considered the reflections of the subconscious mind, and they are
linked to the individual's dominant dosha and mental constitution. Ayurveda classifies
dreams according to the prevailing dosha—Vata, Pitta, and Kapha—each producing
distinct dream patterns that reveal the state of a person’s health, both mentally and
physically.3

Understanding and regulating Nidra and Swapna in accordance with Ayurvedic principles
are crucial for achieving holistic health. Imbalances in these aspects are addressed through
lifestyle adjustments, diet, and specific therapies to promote optimal sleep and mental peace.
This study explores the detailed interconnection between sleep, dreams, and dosha
imbalances in the Ayurvedic system.*

Aim and Objectives

Aim:

To explore the Ayurvedic understanding of Nidra (sleep) and Swapna (dreams), their
physiological significance.

Objectives:

1. To elucidate the Ayurvedic concept of Nidra as one of the foundational pillars of life

(Trayopastambha) and its role in maintaining physical and mental health.

2. To examine the relationship between Dosha (Vata, Pitta, Kapha) and the quality of sleep

and dreams.

3. To describe the influence of Trigunas—Sattva, Rajas, and Tamas—on sleep patterns

and dreams.

4. To investigate the causes and consequences of Anidra (insomnia) and other sleep
disturbances from an Ayurvedic perspective.
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5. To analyze the prognostic value of Swapna (dreams) in Ayurveda and their significance

in diagnosing underlying doshic imbalances.

6. To suggest Ayurvedic approaches, including lifestyle modifications, dietary
recommendations, and therapeutic interventions, for restoring balance in Nidra and

Swapna.

Material and Methods

Material and Methods

Study Design:

This study is based on a review of classical Ayurvedic texts such as Charaka Sambhita,
Sushruta Samhita, and Ashtanga Hridaya, along with modern Ayurvedic commentaries.
The material also includes data from contemporary research on sleep physiology and its
relevance to Ayurvedic principles.

Materials:

e Ayurvedic classics (Charaka Samhita, Sushruta Samhita, Ashtanga Hridaya)
e Ayurvedic commentaries and modern interpretations
e Journals and research articles related to sleep and dreams in Ayurveda

Methods:
e Literature Review: A thorough review of Ayurvedic texts and modern literature on

Nidra and Swapna was conducted.

e Data Collection: Relevant shlokas and concepts regarding sleep and dreams were
extracted and categorized based on their relationship with Dosha and Triguna

imbalances.

Concept of Nidra

Nidra (sleep) is considered one of the three fundamental pillars of life in Ayurveda, known
as Trayopastambha, alongside Ahara (food) and Brahmacharya (celibacy and conduct).
According to Acharya Charaka, proper sleep is essential for maintaining physical, mental,
and emotional health. It is believed that the state of sleep rejuvenates the body, replenishes
energy, and restores mental clarity, emotional stability, and physical strength.>

Definition of Nidra:

Acharya Charaka defines Nidra as the state where the mind and sense organs are exhausted
and unable to perceive their respective objects. During sleep, the mind withdraws from

external sensory input, leading to a state of rest that is vital for the body’s rejuvenation.®
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Types of Nidra:
Ayurveda classifies sleep into different types based on various factors:
1. Svabhavika Nidra (Natural sleep): This type of sleep occurs naturally due to the
exhaustion of the mind and senses.

2. Tamobhava Nidra (Sleep due to Tamas): This type of sleep is a result of excess

Tamas guna, which leads to lethargy and excessive sleep.

3. Vaikarika Nidra (Sleep due to disease): This type of sleep is associated with

various diseases or abnormal conditions.

4. Kaphaja Nidra: Sleep that occurs due to an imbalance of Kapha dosha, which causes

heaviness and excessive sleep.

5. Agnimandya Nidra (Sleep due to poor digestion): Sleep caused by improper
digestion and metabolism.

6. Manasika Nidra (Sleep due to mental stress): Sleep induced by excessive mental

or emotional stress.

Physiology of Nidra:
In Ayurvedic physiology, Nidra is governed by Kapha dosha and Tamas guna. During the
night, Kapha increases in the body, leading to heaviness and relaxation, which induces sleep.
Nidra is said to be most effective when it occurs during the Kapha Kala, i.e., during the early
part of the night. The importance of Srotas (channels) in Ayurveda is also relevant to sleep,
particularly the channels of the mind and the nervous system. Sleep allows these channels
to rejuvenate and repair, facilitating better function of both body and mind during
wakefulness.”
Role of Doshas in Nidra:
The balance of Vata, Pitta, and Kapha doshas plays a crucial role in the quality and duration
of sleep:

o Kapha-dominant sleep: Sound and deep sleep that rejuvenates and strengthens the

body.

o Pitta-dominant sleep: May result in vivid dreams or disturbed sleep due to the

heating nature of Pitta.

e Vata-dominant sleep: Light, disturbed, or short sleep, often accompanied by

restlessness and vivid or unsettling dreams.
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Impact of Nidra on Health:

The proper functioning of Nidra is vital for both physical and psychological health. Ayurveda
asserts that adequate sleep nourishes the Sharira Dhatus (body tissues), strengthens the
immune system, and aids in the maintenance of optimal Agni (digestive fire).8 A disturbance
in sleep, such as Anidra (insomnia), can lead to serious health concerns like:

o Vata-vyadhi: Disorders such as anxiety, restlessness, dry skin, and constipation.

e Manasika rogas: Mental health conditions, including stress, depression, and

cognitive decline.
e Agni mandya: Weak digestion, leading to metabolic disorders.

Conversely, excessive sleep, associated with Kapha dominance, can result in:
o Tamas-induced lethargy

e Sluggish metabolism
e Weight gain
e Loss of enthusiasm and motivation
Consequences of Sleep Deprivation (Anidra):
Sleep deprivation, or Anidra, is a common condition resulting from Vata or Pitta

imbalances. It leads to numerous adverse effects:

o Physical symptoms: Fatigue, weakness, digestive problems.
e Psychological symptoms: Anxiety, irritability, lack of focus, and cognitive decline.

e Long-term consequences: Chronic sleep deprivation can lead to the development of
diseases such as diabetes, hypertension, and heart conditions due to increased Vata

and Pitta imbalance.

Management of Nidra in Ayurveda:
Ayurveda offers several recommendations for maintaining healthy sleep patterns:
1. Ahara (Diet): A Kapha-enhancing diet that includes warm, heavy, and grounding

foods like milk, ghee, and nuts is beneficial for promoting sleep.?

2. Vihara (Lifestyle): Following a daily routine that includes proper relaxation
techniques, such as Abhyanga (oil massage), Shirodhara (oil pouring on the

forehead), and meditation, helps in calming Vata and inducing sleep.1°
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3. Ayurvedic Remedies: Ayurvedic herbs such as Brahmi (Bacopa monnieri),
Ashwagandha (Withania somnifera), and Jatamansi (Nardostachys jatamansi) are

known to promote sleep by calming the mind and balancing the doshas.!!

4. Nidra Kala (Proper Sleep Time): Sleeping during the Kapha Kala (from 10 PM to 2

AM) is considered ideal for achieving restorative sleep.12

Ideal Sleep Duration:
According to Ayurveda, the ideal sleep duration varies according to one's Prakriti
(constitution):

o Kapha praKkriti individuals may require less sleep (around 6-7 hours).13
o Pitta prakriti individuals may need moderate sleep (around 7-8 hours).14

e Vata prakriti individuals typically require longer sleep (8-9 hours) due to their
heightened mental activity and restlessness.1>

Concept of Dreams

In Ayurveda, Swapna (dreams) are regarded as the mental activities occurring during sleep
and are closely associated with the state of the mind and Doshas. Dreams are considered a
reflection of the subconscious mind and serve as indicators of both mental and physical
health. Ayurvedic texts emphasize that dreams are influenced by the individual's Prakriti
(constitution), Dosha imbalances, and the predominant Trigunas (Sattva, Rajas, Tamas) at
the time of sleep.16

Definition of Swapna:

Swapna is defined as the mental perception of sensory objects during sleep when the
individual is disconnected from the external world. The process of dreaming occurs when
the mind is still active but the sensory organs are at rest. According to Acharya Charaka,
dreams are the result of the interaction between the mind and Chitta (consciousness) during
sleep.17

Relation between Doshas and Dreams: Dreams in Ayurveda are largely shaped by the
balance or imbalance of Vata, Pitta, and Kapha doshas during sleep. The quality of dreams
provides insights into a person’s physiological and psychological states.18

1. Vata Dominance in Dreams:

e Dreams are often irregular, fast-paced, and may involve activities like flying,

climbing, or being chased.

e Emotional content may include fear, anxiety, or nervousness.
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e The mental and physical states of individuals with imbalanced Vata often

manifest in restless, light, and interrupted sleep, leading to such dreams.
2. Pitta Dominance in Dreams:

e Dreams tend to be vivid, sharp, and often intense, involving themes of fire,

competition, or arguments.
o Emotions like anger, jealousy, or ambition are common.

o Pittaimbalances can lead to disturbed sleep patterns where these intense and

colorful dreams dominate.
3. Kapha Dominance in Dreams:

e Dreams are slow, steady, and often peaceful, involving water, greenery, or

calm environments.

o Emotional content tends to be serene or nurturing, with themes of care, family,

or nature.

o Kapha dominance usually supports deeper, more prolonged sleep, resulting

in calm and pleasant dreams.

Trigunas and Dreams:
The Trigunas—Sattva, Rajas, and Tamas—also play an important role in the quality of
dreams. The state of Sattva, Rajas, and Tamas in an individual determines the nature of
their dreams?1?
1. Sattva: Dreams are pure, calm, and uplifting. They involve spiritual insights, peace,
and divine guidance. Individuals in a Sattvic state experience pleasant and positive

dreams that may inspire clarity and inner calm.

2. Rajas: Dreams are active, intense, and often emotionally charged. They may involve
conflict, desires, ambitions, or struggles. Individuals in a Rajasic state tend to

experience more turbulent dreams involving action, movement, and competition.

3. Tamas: Dreams are dark, heavy, and confused, often involving fear, lethargy, or
disorientation. Tamasic dreams may reflect deep-seated fears, ignorance, or

unresolved emotional conflicts. They often have a negative or distressing quality.

Prognostic Value of Dreams:
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In Ayurveda, dreams are not
only considered a reflection of one’s mental and emotional state but also have a diagnostic
and prognostic value. Specific types of dreams are believed to indicate the onset or
progression of diseases, depending on the dosha predominance and the content of the
dream?2?, For example:

e Dreams involving the collapse of structures or falling may be indicative of Vata

disorders.
e Dreams involving fire, heat, or burning may point to Pitta-related conditions.
o Dreams of excessive water or sluggishness may suggest Kapha imbalances.

These dreams are used as part of the Ayurvedic diagnostic process, helping the practitioner
gain insight into underlying health conditions and guide treatment accordingly.
Management of Swapna in Ayurveda:
To ensure healthy sleep and balanced dreams, Ayurveda recommends various lifestyle and
dietary practices to balance the doshas and Trigunas:
1. Balancing the Doshas: Proper lifestyle, diet, and herbal treatments are employed to
balance the doshas. For instance, Vata-balancing practices like Abhyanga (oil
massage) and warm, grounding foods help to calm restless dreams, while Pitta-

pacifying herbs and cooling diets can alleviate intense dreams.?1

2. Mental Relaxation: Practices like meditation, Pranayama, and mental relaxation
techniques help soothe the mind, reducing Rajas and Tamas, thus promoting more

Sattvic dreams.??

3. Herbs and Therapies: Ayurvedic herbs like Brahmi, Jatamansi, and Ashwagandha
are recommended to calm the mind and promote sound sleep, which in turn leads to

healthier dreaming patterns.23

Modern Review

Concept of Sleep

In modern science, sleep is understood as a complex biological process crucial for physical
and mental health. It involves cycles of restorative activities that are essential for cognitive
function, emotional regulation, physical recovery, and overall well-being. Sleep is typically
divided into two main categories: non-rapid eye movement (NREM) sleep and rapid eye
movement (REM) sleep, each of which has specific functions and characteristics.24

Stages of Sleep:
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Modern sleep science identifies distinct stages of sleep, primarily within the NREM and REM

categories. These stages are essential for different physiological processes such as memory

consolidation, tissue repair, and mental rejuvenation.25
1. NREM Sleep:26

Stage 1 (Light sleep): This is the transition between wakefulness and sleep,
where the body begins to relax. It lasts for a few minutes, and muscle activity

slows down.

Stage 2 (Deeper light sleep): During this stage, the body temperature drops,
heart rate slows, and brain waves become slower, with occasional bursts of

rapid activity called sleep spindles.

Stage 3 (Deep sleep): Also known as slow-wave sleep or delta sleep, this is
the most restorative phase, where tissue growth and repair occur, and the

immune system strengthens. Deep sleep is crucial for physical recovery.

2. REM Sleep:27

REM sleep occurs around 90 minutes after falling asleep and is characterized
by rapid eye movements, increased brain activity, vivid dreaming, and
temporary muscle paralysis. During REM sleep, the brain is highly active, and
this phase is believed to play a crucial role in memory consolidation, emotional

regulation, and learning.

Sleep typically cycles through these stages multiple times during the night, with each cycle

lasting around 90 minutes. As the night progresses, REM sleep occupies a larger portion of

the cycle, while deep sleep becomes shorter.28
The Sleep-Wake Cycle (Circadian Rhythm):
Sleep is regulated by the circadian rhythm, a 24-hour biological clock that governs the

sleep-wake cycle. This rhythm is influenced by environmental cues, particularly light and

darkness. The suprachiasmatic nucleus (SCN), located in the hypothalamus, responds to

light signals and regulates the release of melatonin, a hormone produced by the pineal gland

that promotes sleep.2°

e Morning: As light increases, melatonin production decreases, and the body prepares

for wakefulness. The release of cortisol, a hormone that promotes alertness, peaks in

the morning, helping the body to wake up and remain active throughout the day.

Dr. Deepa
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o Evening: As darkness sets in, melatonin production increases, signaling the body to

prepare for sleep.

Disruption in the circadian rhythm due to factors like shift work, jet lag, or excessive

screen time can lead to sleep disorders and negatively impact overall health.

Importance of Sleep:3°

Modern science highlights several key functions of sleep for both physical and mental health:

1. Physical Recovery:

Sleep supports the repair and growth of tissues, muscles, and bones. It helps

regenerate cells and promote immune system function.

Hormones such as growth hormone are released during deep sleep, which is

crucial for tissue repair and muscle development.

2. Cognitive Function:

Sleep is critical for memory consolidation, the process by which short-term
memories are transformed into long-term memories. This occurs during REM

sleep when the brain is actively processing information.

Sleep also enhances problem-solving abilities, creativity, and decision-

making.

A lack of sleep impairs cognitive functions such as attention, concentration,

and learning.

3. Emotional Regulation:

Sleep helps regulate emotions and mood. REM sleep is particularly important

for processing emotional experiences and reducing stress.

Chronic sleep deprivation can lead to increased irritability, mood swings,

anxiety, and even depression.

4. Metabolism and Appetite Regulation:

Dr. Deepa

Sleep plays a vital role in metabolic regulation. Inadequate sleep is linked to
weight gain and increased risk of obesity due to disruptions in the hormones

leptin and ghrelin, which control hunger and appetite.
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e Sleep deprivation can lead to increased cravings for high-calorie,
carbohydrate-rich foods, contributing to metabolic disorders like diabetes and

obesity.
5. Immune Function:

e During sleep, the body produces cytokines, proteins that help the immune
system fight infections and inflammation. Sleep deprivation weakens the

immune response, making individuals more susceptible to illness.

Consequences of Sleep Deprivation:
Insufficient sleep, or sleep deprivation, has widespread negative effects on health and well-
being. Chronic sleep deprivation can lead to:

o Cognitive impairment: Difficulty concentrating, memory issues, and poor decision-

making.
 Emotional instability: Increased irritability, stress, anxiety, and depression.

o Physical health problems: Increased risk of heart disease, hypertension, diabetes,
obesity, and weakened immunity.

e Accidents and errors: Sleep-deprived individuals are more prone to accidents,
particularly in jobs requiring attention and quick reactions, such as driving or

operating machinery.

Sleep Disorders:
Several sleep disorders affect sleep quality and duration, disrupting the restorative
processes that occur during sleep.31 Some common sleep disorders include:
o Insomnia: Difficulty falling or staying asleep, leading to inadequate sleep quality or
quantity.

e Sleep Apnea: A disorder in which breathing repeatedly stops and starts during sleep,

leading to disrupted sleep and low oxygen levels in the blood.

e Narcolepsy: A condition characterized by excessive daytime sleepiness and sudden

sleep attacks.

e Restless Leg Syndrome (RLS): A neurological disorder that causes an irresistible

urge to move the legs, often disrupting sleep.

Sleep Hygiene and Management:

49

Dr. Deepa A CRITICAL REVIEW ON PHYSIOLOGY OF NIDRA AND SWAPNA - AN AYURVEDIC AND MODERN PERSPECTIVE



International Journal of AYUSH; 2024: 13 (11); 39-60

Modern science emphasizes the importance of sleep hygiene, which refers to habits and

practices that promote good sleep quality and duration.3?2 Key recommendations for

maintaining healthy sleep include:

1.

Maintain a Consistent Sleep Schedule: Going to bed and waking up at the same time
every day helps regulate the circadian rhythm.

Create a Relaxing Sleep Environment: A cool, dark, and quiet bedroom promotes
better sleep. Reducing exposure to electronic devices before bedtime can also help,

as blue light from screens interferes with melatonin production.

Limit Stimulants: Avoiding caffeine, nicotine, and heavy meals close to bedtime can

improve sleep quality.

Regular Exercise: Engaging in regular physical activity can promote better sleep,

though it's best to avoid vigorous exercise close to bedtime.

Stress Management: Relaxation techniques such as meditation, deep breathing, and
progressive muscle relaxation can help ease stress and promote restful sleep.

Concept of Dreams

Dreams are a fascinating aspect of sleep that modern science views as complex psychological

and neurological phenomena occurring primarily during REM (Rapid Eye Movement)

sleep. Dreams can involve a variety of sensations, emotions, thoughts, and images, often

reflecting our waking experiences, memories, or subconscious mind. The exact purpose and

function of dreams remain a subject of scientific study, though several theories have been

proposed to explain their role in mental and physical health.33

Neurobiology of Dreams:

Dreams predominantly occur during REM sleep, which is characterized by increased brain

activity similar to that of wakefulness.34 During this phase:

Neurotransmitters such as acetylcholine and dopamine are active, promoting vivid

dream experiences.

Inhibition of motor neurons leads to a temporary state of paralysis, preventing the

body from acting out the dream physically.

The prefrontal cortex, responsible for logic and rational thinking, is less active,

which explains why dreams can be illogical or surreal.

Though REM sleep is the primary phase for dreaming, studies suggest that dreams can also

occur during NREM sleep, albeit less vividly.
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Theories of Dreams:

1.

Psychodynamic Theory (Freud): According to Sigmund Freud, dreams are a
window into the unconscious mind. He suggested that dreams are manifestations of
repressed desires, fears, and unresolved conflicts. Freud believed that dreams contain
hidden meanings, often masked by symbolic representations.

Activation-Synthesis Theory: This theory, proposed by J. Allan Hobson and
Robert McCarley, suggests that dreams are the brain's attempt to make sense of
random neural activity during REM sleep. The brain synthesizes this random activity
into a coherent story or narrative, often drawing from recent experiences or

memories.

Information Processing Theory: Dreams may play a role in memory consolidation
and problem-solving. During sleep, the brain processes information from the day,
sorting through memories and storing them for long-term retention. Dreams may be

a by-product of this process, helping the brain organize and integrate experiences.

Emotional Regulation: Some researchers believe that dreams help with emotional
regulation by allowing individuals to process and make sense of their emotions. REM
sleep, in particular, is thought to help the brain manage intense emotions, which may

be reflected in dream content.

Threat Simulation Theory: This theory, proposed by Antti Revonsuo, posits that
dreams are an evolutionary mechanism to simulate dangerous or threatening
situations. By rehearsing responses to threats in a dream state, individuals may

become better prepared to handle real-life dangers.

Types of Dreams:

1.

Lucid Dreams: In lucid dreaming, the dreamer is aware they are dreaming and may
even control the dream's content or actions. Lucid dreams usually occur during REM
sleep and are often associated with heightened brain activity in areas related to self-

awareness.

Nightmares: These are distressing or frightening dreams that cause the dreamer to
wake up feeling anxious or scared. Nightmares may be a result of stress, trauma, or

anxiety. They are more common in children but can affect adults as well.
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3. Recurring Dreams: These are dreams that repeat themselves over time, often with
the same themes or events. Recurring dreams can indicate unresolved issues or

anxieties in a person's waking life.

4. Daydreams: While technically not a part of sleep, daydreams are considered a form
of dreaming where the mind drifts off into thoughts, often involving wishful thinking
or fantasy. Daydreams usually occur during wakefulness when attention is not fully

engaged in external tasks.3>

Dreams and Memory Consolidation:

One of the most prominent theories in modern science suggests that dreams play a
significant role in memory consolidation. During REM sleep, the brain processes short-
term memories and helps to encode them into long-term storage. This process involves:

o Strengthening of neural connections that are important for learning and memory.

e Integration of new information with existing memories, helping to create a coherent

narrative of one's experiences.

Dreams may help the brain organize fragmented memories and emotions from daily life,
giving rise to the seemingly random or bizarre content of dreams.
Dreams and Emotional Processing:
Dreams are thought to be integral to emotional regulation. Research indicates that REM
sleep plays a key role in processing emotions, particularly those tied to stressful or traumatic
events.3¢ During this phase:

o The brain replays emotional experiences in a safe, controlled environment, helping

individuals to process and resolve their emotions.

o Emotional content in dreams may reflect unresolved emotional conflicts or stresses,

giving the individual insight into their psychological state.

Studies show that people who experience stressful events often have intense dreams
involving emotional themes. This supports the idea that dreaming helps to "work through"
emotional challenges.
Dream Content and Factors Influencing Dreams37:
Dream content can be influenced by various factors, including:

1. Daily Experiences: Dreams often reflect recent activities, thoughts, and concerns.

This is known as the "day residue"” effect.
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2. Emotions: Stress, anxiety, joy, and fear can strongly influence dream content.
Emotional experiences during the day are often processed during sleep, manifesting

in dreams.

3. Physiological Conditions: Fever, medications, or alcohol can alter dream content,
often making dreams more vivid or unusual. Sleep disorders like sleep apnea can

also disrupt normal dream cycles, leading to fragmented or incomplete dreams.

4. External Stimuli: Sounds, smells, and other external stimuli present in the
environment while sleeping can be incorporated into dreams. For example, a loud

noise might trigger a dream involving an explosion or thunder.

5. Personal Beliefs and Cultural Factors: Some cultures place significant importance
on dreams as spiritual or prophetic experiences, and individuals' beliefs about

dreams can influence how they perceive and interpret them.

DISCUSSION

Both Ayurveda and modern science place a significant emphasis on the importance of sleep
(Nidra) and dreams (Swapna) for physical and mental well-being. Although their
perspectives differ, both systems acknowledge that proper sleep is crucial for maintaining
health and preventing disease.38

In Ayurveda, sleep is one of the Trayopastambha (three pillars of life), highlighting its
fundamental role in sustaining health. Nidra is seen as a time when the body and mind
disengage from external stimuli, allowing for the restoration of Ojas (vital energy) and
Dhatus (body tissues). Sleep is governed by Kapha dosha and Tamas guna, which promote
rest, relaxation, and rejuvenation. Proper sleep ensures physical strength, mental clarity,
emotional stability, and optimal Agni (digestive fire).3°

Ayurveda also emphasizes the balance between the Doshas during sleep and how
disturbances can result in various diseases. For instance, excessive Kapha leads to
prolonged sleep and lethargy, while Vata aggravation results in Anidra (insomnia) and light,
disturbed sleep. The quality and quantity of sleep are vital for balancing Doshas and
maintaining overall health.40

Swapna (dreams), according to Ayurveda, serve as reflections of the individual’s doshic
state and mental constitution. Dreams influenced by Vata, Pitta, and Kapha doshas are
considered indicators of the body's internal environment. Ayurvedic texts also discuss the

prognostic value of dreams, suggesting that they can provide insight into future health
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conditions or diseases. Dreams can serve as early warning signs of dosha imbalances,
allowing for timely interventions.4!

Modern science takes a neurobiological approach to understanding sleep and dreams. NREM
and REM sleep stages are recognized as crucial for various physiological and cognitive
functions. NREM sleep is associated with physical recovery and immune function, while REM
sleep is tied to memory consolidation, learning, and emotional regulation. Modern
research also supports the idea that sleep is essential for metabolic health, immune function,
and brain plasticity.42

Dreams are viewed primarily as a by-product of brain activity during REM sleep. The
activation-synthesis theory proposes that dreams are the brain’s attempt to make sense of
random neural activity, while the information-processing theory suggests that dreams
may play a role in organizing and consolidating memories. Modern science also
acknowledges the role of emotional processing in dreams, helping individuals cope with
daily stress and unresolved emotions.43

Both Ayurveda and modern science recognize the restorative power of sleep, but the
underlying mechanisms they describe differ significantly. Ayurveda emphasizes the balance
of Doshas and the influence of Tamas guna, where sleep is necessary to maintain
equilibrium in the body. In contrast, modern science focuses on the neurobiological and
hormonal regulation of sleep, highlighting the role of the circadian rhythm and
neurotransmitters like melatonin in governing the sleep-wake cycle.#*

Dreams in Ayurveda are interpreted as reflections of the individual’s doshic constitution,
and they are considered significant in diagnosing physical and mental conditions. The
doshic nature of dreams provides insight into a person’s Prakriti (constitution) and
potential imbalances. In contrast, modern science explains dreams through a more
functional lens, associating them with memory processing, emotional regulation, and
random neural activity. While modern science does not assign specific prognostic value to
dreams, it acknowledges the role of dreams in processing emotions and stressful
experiences.*>

Ayurveda’s understanding of doshic influence on sleep and dreams offers a holistic view,
emphasizing the interconnectedness of the body, mind, and consciousness. The focus on
Sattva, Rajas, and Tamas as mental qualities that influence sleep and dreams provides
deeper insight into an individual’s mental state. This contrasts with the modern scientific
view, which largely attributes sleep and dreams to neurochemical and physiological
processes.*6

Clinical Relevance:
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Ayurveda's holistic approach to managing sleep disturbances focuses on balancing the
doshas through diet, lifestyle, and herbal remedies. This integrative approach provides
tailored solutions based on the individual’s constitution, addressing not just the symptoms
but the root cause of the imbalance. For example, Vata-pacifying therapies such as
Abhyanga (oil massage) or Ashwagandha are used to treat insomnia. On the other hand,
modern medicine primarily addresses sleep disorders like insomnia, sleep apnea, and
narcolepsy through pharmacological interventions, sleep hygiene practices, and sometimes
behavioral therapies such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy for Insomnia (CBT-I).4’

Both systems acknowledge the importance of emotional health in sleep quality. Modern
research on REM sleep and emotional processing resonates with Ayurveda’s understanding
of Swapna and the mind’s activity during sleep, offering points of convergence between the
two systems.48

Overall Findings

The exploration of Nidra (sleep) and Swapna (dreams) from both Ayurvedic and modern
scientific perspectives reveals important insights into their role in maintaining health and
well-being. The following key findings emerge from this study:

Nidra as a Pillar of Health: In Ayurveda, sleep is one of the Trayopastambha (three pillars
of life), essential for physical, mental, and emotional rejuvenation. Balanced sleep promotes
Ojas (vital energy), proper digestion, and immune strength. This aligns with modern
science, which identifies sleep as crucial for tissue repair, cognitive function, emotional
regulation, and metabolic health.

Doshic Influence on Sleep: Ayurveda links sleep quality to the balance of the Doshas—
Vata, Pitta, and Kapha—with Kapha promoting restful sleep, Vata causing light, disturbed
sleep, and Pitta contributing to intense or restless sleep. Modern science explains sleep
patterns through circadian rhythms and neurochemical processes, regulated by hormones
like melatonin.

Physiological and Psychological Benefits of Sleep: Both Ayurveda and modern science
recognize sleep as vital for physical recovery, mental clarity, and emotional stability. In
Ayurveda, Nidra ensures the nourishment of Dhatus (body tissues) and emotional balance,
while in modern science, sleep plays a central role in memory consolidation, emotional
processing, and immune function.

Dreams as Indicators of Health: Ayurveda views Swapna (dreams) as reflections of
Dosha imbalances and mental activity, offering prognostic insights into disease conditions.

Modern science sees dreams, especially during REM sleep, as part of memory consolidation

55

Dr. Deepa A CRITICAL REVIEW ON PHYSIOLOGY OF NIDRA AND SWAPNA - AN AYURVEDIC AND MODERN PERSPECTIVE



International Journal of AYUSH; 2024: 13 (11); 39-60

and emotional regulation, influenced by the brain's processing of daily experiences and
subconscious thoughts.

Ayurvedic and Modern Sleep Management: Ayurveda offers a holistic approach to
managing sleep disorders through dosha-pacifying diets, lifestyle changes, and herbal
therapies like Ashwagandha and Brahmi. Modern approaches focus on sleep hygiene,
behavioral therapies, and pharmacological treatments to regulate sleep patterns and treat
conditions like insomnia and sleep apnea.

CONCLUSION
Sleep (Nidra) and dreams (Swapna) are critical components of health and well-being,
recognized in both Ayurveda and modern science. Ayurveda views sleep as one of the
Trayopastambha (three pillars of life), essential for restoring Doshas and nourishing both
body and mind. Kapha dosha and Tamas guna govern the process of sleep, and dreams are
seen as reflections of Dosha imbalances, with prognostic value for diagnosing health
conditions. Ayurveda emphasizes the importance of balancing Vata, Pitta, and Kapha to
maintain healthy sleep patterns, with personalized interventions that include diet, lifestyle,
and herbal therapies. In contrast, modern science focuses on the neurobiological processes
of sleep, identifying REM and NREM stages as crucial for physical restoration, memory
consolidation, and emotional regulation. Dreams are understood as the brain's way of
processing information, emotions, and random neural activity, primarily occurring during
REM sleep. Despite the differing frameworks, both Ayurveda and modern science agree on
the significance of sleep for overall health. By integrating Ayurvedic principles with modern
sleep science, a comprehensive approach to improving sleep quality and addressing sleep
disorders can be developed, combining the wisdom of traditional medicine with the
precision of modern scientific research. This holistic approach can lead to enhanced physical,
emotional, and mental well-being, offering personalized solutions for maintaining optimal
health.
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